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Therapeutic correctional
spaces, transcarceral
interventions
Post-release support structures and realities experienced by
women in Victoria, Australia
Bree Carlton and Eileen Baldry
Introduction
In this chapter we critique the frameworks that guide
post-release support for women exiting prison in Australia.
We focus on the role of the risk/needs discourse and the
adoption of gender-responsive justice paradigms to critique
the largely unexamined reliance on evidence-based practice
paradigms within post-release support policy and practice.
Given that prison policy is under state and territory
jurisdiction in Australia, we use Victoria as a case study to
examine the implications of recent gender-responsive
correctional reforms for women. We focus on Victoria due to
its adaptation of gender-responsive principles for post-release
support policies, namely the Better Pathways Strategy
(Victorian Department of Justice (Vic DOJ) 2005; 2007).
Victoria has long been regarded as the leader in developing
innovative criminal justice policies that are deemed
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responsible for both its historically low imprisonment rates
(comparative to other Australian jurisdictions) and its
willingness to develop new and progressive frameworks,
including current explicitly women-centred penal policies.
We draw on recent research that has begun to ask critical
questions regarding the impacts of these innovative
programmes, reflecting broader critiques of the foundations of
gender-responsive justice.
Our contribution is situated within a developing scholarship
that recognizes the systemic factors that drive women’s
criminalization and serial incarceration (Maidment 2006, 4).
In informing this understanding we highlight the ways that
support interventions can amplify the institutionalization
experienced by criminalized women. That is, transitional and
post-release support programmes and interventions can
consolidate and increase women’s experiences of being
controlled despite such services being designed and
implemented within a policy rhetoric committed to enabling
women to avoid serial incarceration and achieve
independence (Maidment 2006). There is a growing raft of
self-proclaimed gender-responsive and therapeutic justice
measures, and community-based alternatives established to
support women which are being implemented across
Australia and in many other parts of the world. However,
critical scholars have
identified the various ways in which this new landscape of
alternatives provided to address differential risks and needs
has extended pre- and post-prison governance and control of
disadvantaged and marginalized groups (Rose 2000;
Maidment 2006; Pollack 2009a; Meiners 2011).
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This chapter first critiques the predominance of male-centric
paradigms that guide thinking on women’s post-release
experiences and support needs in Australia. We begin this
analysis by canvassing the contemporary Australian context
with reference to women’s imprisonment rates. We outline
the neo-liberal social, political and economic realities that
have driven the pre-eminence of risk and needs models in
policy and practice. Central to this context are the ways in
which women experience life trajectories underpinned by
intersecting disadvantage, inequality, oppression and
institutionalization. We then turn to analyse in more detail the
key theoretical models informing support for women exiting
prison. In so doing, we critically examine the predominance
of evidence-based practice paradigms within post-release
support policy and practice. Specifically, we focus on
desistance theory, risk/needs discourse and how these models
have informed gender-responsive policy frameworks. Second,
we illustrate the implications of these models as applied
through gender-responsive correctional reforms for women in
the post-release realm in Victoria. We pay particular attention
to the impact of risk assessment measures used to manage
women’s post-release support needs. We contend that, as with
penal policies and practices, women’s post-release support
frameworks and programmes continue to be guided by
male-informed frameworks founded primarily through
evidence-based practice. This has resulted in the
implementation of policies and programmes that are unable to
substantively and meaningfully address the interlocking
structural and systemic contexts of disadvantage,
compounded by discrimination on the basis of gender, race,
class, age, sexuality and ability, that are experienced by
imprisoned women.
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The Australian context
Overall, apart from 2011–2012, which saw a drop in the
Australian state of New South Wales (NSW),1 the numbers
and rates of women being imprisoned and released in
Australia have grown rapidly and in some years at twice the
rate experienced by men. Australia-wide the rate of women’s
imprisonment in the mid-1980s was 7 per 100,000 of the
female population (Australian Prisons Project (APP) 2012). In
2011 the rate was 23 per 100,000 (Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS)). However, there are stark differences
between jurisdictions. In 1984, the NSW rate of imprisonment
for women was more than double that of Victoria, at 9.4 per
100,000 of the female population compared with 4.6 in
Victoria. By 1989, the NSW rate was 13.2 per 100,000
compared with 7.7 in Victoria (APP 2012), and in 2011 the
rates were 22 and 12 respectively (ABS 2012). To date,
available data on rates of release in Australia are inaccurate
and incomplete. But as the majority of women spend fewer
than six months in prison (either on remand or serving short
sentences), these increases translate into, at
least, double the number of women reported in the census
count being released into the community. This suggests that at
least 5,000 women were released from prison in Australia in
2011 (ABS 2011; Baldry 2010).
Aboriginal women experienced a much higher growth rate of
imprisonment than non-Aboriginal women. Indigenous
women’s rate of imprisonment is 357 per 100,000 adult
Indigenous women compared with 16 per 100,000
non-Indigenous women (ABS 2011), and they represent 30
per cent of the women’s prison population despite being only
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2 per cent of the general Australian adult women’s
population.
These increasing rates reflect significant changes in
approaches to imprisoning women in Australia, as well as in
the United Kingdom, United States and Canada. Such
practices have flow-on effects for women in the post-release
context. In Australia, a number of official reports have
recommended the implementation of anti-discriminatory
practices along gender and race lines and in some cases the
decarceration of women (see, for example,
Anti-Discrimination Commission Queensland 2006; Equal
Opportunity Commission Victoria (EOCV) 2006; Vic DOJ
2005, 2007; NSW Parliament 1985). Such reports have been
co-opted by Correctional Services to create women-specific
therapeutic reform initiatives, transitional and post-release
programmes to address women’s needs. Perversely, given that
the stated intentions of programmes such as those
implemented in Victoria have always been to support women
and reduce their presence in the criminal justice system, such
changes appear to have only increased women’s
imprisonment and re-incarceration rates. A number of
interacting phenomena and factors arising from these rates
and changes are considered in this chapter. These include the
responses of risk averse and conservative governments
influenced by positivistic, evidence-based ‘solutions’ to
women’s offending; women’s growing disadvantage and
poverty (with Indigenous Australian women in particular
experiencing significant deprivation); and the prevalence of
trauma, institutionalization and injustice experienced by
criminalized women.
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Victoria
As stated above, of all Australian states Victoria is regarded
as exemplary for its comprehensive women-centred
correctional reform programme. However, paradoxically,
Victoria has experienced a significant expansion in prisons,
with numbers of imprisoned women increasing by 67 per cent
over a decade. This increase can be attributed, in part, to the
radical and controversial experiment in prison privatization
undertaken in the 1990s by the Victorian Department of
Justice (Vic DOJ). In 2005, Vic DOJ launched its
gender-responsive policy framework the Better Pathways
Strategy (Vic DOJ 2005, 2007) which was, in part, intended
to address the growth in numbers of imprisoned women. The
implementation of Better Pathways was a government
response to community concerns and campaigns levelled at
conditions in Victorian women’s prisons (Cerveri et al. 2005).
During this period a series of reports provided prima facie
evidence of gender and race discrimination within the
women’s prison system (Cerveri et al. 2005; EOCV 2006).
Better Pathways included a government reform programme to
improve system recognition and responses to women’s needs,
and in doing so was purported to provide a targeted range of
prevention, early intervention, diversion, rehabilitation and
transitional support initiatives with the aim of ‘reducing
women’s offending, imprisonment, reoffending and
victimisation’ (Vic DOJ 2005, 3). Better Pathways remains
internationally well regarded by practitioners as a step
forward in efforts to frame policies and programme structures
to address women’s needs within prison and upon release.
However, there has been considerable anecdotal evidence
highlighting women’s negative experiences on the ground
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following the implementation of Better Pathways (Victorian
Parliamentary Drugs and Crime Prevention Committee
(VPDCPC) 2010; Segrave and Carlton 2011). Largely as a
result of these increases in women’s imprisonment rates,
questions have been raised about the capacity of the risk and
needs management models – which are integral to Better
Pathways – to address the complex issues and needs faced by
criminalized women. For example, in spite of this policy shift,
between 2008 and 2009 numbers of incarcerated women in
Victoria increased by 30 per cent, which is unprecedented by
Australian standards (VPDCPC 2010). In order to examine
how and why a policy framework purportedly committed to
addressing women’s needs appears to be failing women, we
turn to the developments in recent critical scholarship
regarding the risk/needs framework.
The rise of risk/needs management
and the realities of women’s release
The association between the global increase in women’s
incarceration and the development of neo-liberal states, the
erosion of social safety nets, and the criminalization and
racialization of poverty has been well evidenced by critical
scholars (Pollack 2009a; Sudbury 2005). In particular, the
hollowing out of the welfare state has led to an emphasis on
‘risk and/or need’ in correctional policy and practice
(Maidment 2006, 4). Moreover, this context has coincided
with the introduction of a range of correctional support and
management programmes for released women contracted to
diffuse community-based and private agencies. These
women-specific programmes must be considered in the
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broader context of emerging reformative and therapeutic
diversionary strategies within both the criminal justice system
and the community aimed at managing people considered ‘at
risk’ and ‘high needs’. Rose (2000) characterizes the
implications of such ‘alternatives’ as introducing a new
landscape for intervention and control to regulate individual
conduct and manage pathologies of need and risk (324).
Rose’s analysis provides insight into the way the neo-liberal
state rewards individuals who are able to manage their own
well-being while punishing and excluding (often
criminalizing) those who cannot or are deemed unable to do
so.
Theorists such as Garland (1996), O’Malley (1992), Rose
(2000), Hannah-Moffat (2001, 2010) and Baldry et al. (2011)
have advanced critical understandings
of how neo-liberal systems of governance position subjects to
bear the individual responsibility for risks to their health,
employment and personal safety (Hannah-Moffat and
O’Malley 2007). There has been considerable feminist
engagement that critiques the applied use of risk within
correctional policy and practice, particularly in
gender-responsive justice models (Hannah-Moffat 2005;
Maidment 2006; Turn-bull and Hannah-Moffat 2009;
Davidson and Chesney-Lind 2009; Pollack 2009a, 2011). The
two key implications arising from these analyses are that: (1)
risk management disproportionately generates risk control;
and (2) risk discourse relies on the assumption that risk is
individually generated and therefore should be managed in a
manner that disregards the structural contexts of women’s
criminalization and serial incarceration. Such studies have
demonstrated how the gendered application of risk can
compound the marginalization of criminalized women,
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particularly through the conflation of needs with risk,
over-classification, treatment and intervention (Davidson and
Chesney-Lind 2009). Moreover, it is well established that risk
management as a discursive practice ultimately displaces and
elides systemic concerns by centring on individual
responsibility and ‘behavioural change’. In this regard,
Pollack (2009a, 2009b, 2011) has illustrated how risk
discourses have been counter-productive by contributing to
the further marginalization of released women.
Risk and needs focused models are gendered insofar as they
fail to adequately respond to women’s complex experiences.
The structural realities of transition and post-release
reintegration cannot be understood in isolation to women’s
experiences of criminalization and imprisonment because the
levels of disadvantage that define such experiences are deeply
intertwined and enmeshed. Although women make up only 7
per cent of the national prisoner population in Australia (ABS
2011), as a group they experience greater concentrations of
trauma, disadvantage and vulnerability than their male
counterparts (Baldry 2010). It is widely recognized that
women experience prison differently from men, and in the
same way, women’s post-release experiences and needs are
distinct and require differential responses and strategies
(Baldry 2010; Davies and Cook 1999). As Davies and Cook
(1999) argue, women’s post-release experiences cannot be
viewed in isolation to their histories of criminalization and
imprisonment because pre-existing histories of trauma, and
experiences of multiple disadvantage and inequity, including
lack of suitable housing and problems in reuniting with
children, can be compounded during the post-release period.
It is well established that 80–90 per cent of women in prison
have experienced domestic violence and childhood abuse
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(Johnson 2004), with most returning to places of trauma on
release. Imprisoned women also experience higher rates of
disability, and poor mental and physical health than men, and
most, in particular Aboriginal women, have histories of drug
and alcohol use that are connected to histories of trauma and
cycles of criminalization and incarceration (Baldry 2010).
Without support that is respectful and practical, and that takes
these contexts seriously, women’s experiences of injustice
and discrimination are compounded with each incarceration
and release.
Canadian scholars such as Maidment (2006) argue that
women who have endured a lifetime trajectory of state
interventions in various forms will more likely find
themselves encased within cycles of serial incarceration
interspersed with transcarceral community-based intervention
and controls. The Australian experience reflects such a
reality, and in this regard, release cannot be understood as
merely a single event or even a series of events (Segrave and
Carlton 2010; Carlton and Segrave 2011). Interviews with
Australian Indigenous and non-Indigenous women in prison
and post-release (Davies and Cook 1999, 2000; Lawrie 2003;
Baldry et al. 2006; Baldry 2009b) reveal the repetitive
cyclical nature of events and experiences associated with
women being released from prison. The majority of women
interviewed or whose stories were reported in these studies
indicate that they had previously been incarcerated in juvenile
or adult detention, and often in both. Many women described
how, during both pre-prison and post-release, they cycled
around the criminal justice system experiencing unstable or
unsuitable housing, drug and alcohol use, violent
relationships and poor mental and physical health, often
coming to the attention of police. Release is another cyclical
149-+AI4RE2EIC8ME1-I-2ME2E?=G411=S1-I5AI#AM8-12 :AGA=1AP..-M2=I#PMQEQ=GA#E2A#!S1MAA2=MG2-I=I#7=MEA
ACM=QA:-P2GA#CA	8M-9PA124!--)2AI2M=GD22.-A!--)?AI2M=G.M-/PA12?-+GE!#A=)EI#A2=EG=?2E-I/#-?63.
	
2MA=2A#BM-+#A=)EI-I , 	--	
2
-.
SM
EC
D2
7


	
:
-P
2GA
#C
A
0
GG
MEC
D2
1
MA
1A
MQ
A#

event and one that rarely brings with it support or healing.
This positioning of the experience of release from
imprisonment for many women engenders a new way of
seeing its place in women’s lives.
The period immediately following release is not only usually
a traumatic time but is also framed by a woman’s history of
previous imprisonments and releases, and the experience of
yet again leaving the structure of prison life for chaotic
uncertainty on the outside (Baldry 2010). Release marks a
period of heightened precariousness (Carlton and Segrave
2011). In addition to the material challenges outlined above,
women experience compounded emotional and psychological
pressures stemming from pre-existing trauma, social
disconnectedness and isolation, depression and boredom
(Segrave and Carlton 2010; Carlton and Segrave 2011). The
precariousness of women’s post-release lives has been
identified as a determining factor in their disproportionately
high rates of post-release harm and death, both in Australia
and internationally (Segrave and Carlton 2011; Carlton and
Segrave 2011).
Correctional discourses and control-based language that
centres on individual reintegration, risk and needs
responsivity, and behavioural change are unable to capture
these realities. They are also unable to create a viable
framework for responding to such realities in practice. The
experiences of criminalized women and those released from
prison are shaped by intersecting and compounding structural
disadvantage, discrimination and oppression (Crenshaw
1995). In Australia the experiences of criminalized
Indigenous women, who are disproportionately incarcerated,
are underpinned by complex historical legacies and
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continuities of colonial violence, regulation and control
characterized by Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2004) as ‘white
patriarchal sovereignty’. In addition to facing gender
discrimination, criminalized Indigenous women and women
of colour within Australian prison systems frequently
experience structural racism (Armstrong et al. 2007). bell
hooks (2004, 29) describes the social, political and economic
systems that reproduce the inequality, disadvantage and
oppression
that shape processes of criminalization as ‘imperialist, white
supremacist, capitalist patriarchy’. Understanding how this
system informs and drives the exchanges and dynamics of
policymaking, institutional practices and women’s
experiences on the ground, both within prison and
post-release, frames our analysis.
‘What works?’ Current post-release
models and frameworks in Australia
In Australia there is limited theoretical research on women’s
post-release experiences of reintegration and support. This is
significant because much of this limited scholarly research is
dominated by an administrative approach (Segrave and
Carlton 2011) that is deeply enmeshed with the evaluation of
cross-sectoral correctional interventions, programmes and
service delivery (see, for example, Sheehan et al. 2007;
Sheehan 2011). Such research has been focused on
programme outcomes and impacts. It has also
disproportionately centred on the behaviours, risks and needs
of individual women – that is, on how to reduce offending –
rather than on examining the complex of structural and
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systemic factors that drive cycles of incarceration. In this
regard, critical scholars have questioned the extent to which
such research agendas have become products of the
‘prison-industrial complex’2 and whether they have
unintentionally played a role in facilitating expansion and its
harmful impacts on women. Some argue that rather than
contributing knowledge to enhance therapeutic practice and
the introduction of alternatives, such research has probably
contributed to heightened controls and interventions (Shaylor
2009; Maidment 2006). For example, a study by Carlen and
Tombs (2006, 337) illustrates how the (re)integration
‘industry’ may be creating ‘new multi-layering of carceral
forms in both prison and the community [resulting in]
continuing increases in women’s prison populations’ as
women are set up to fail or be breached when they are
required to participate in onerous and unrealistic community
programmes and interventions.
Treatment-focused research was revived in the 1990s by the
Canadian-led ‘what works’ movement (see Andrews and
Dowden 2005; Lipsey 1992). The movement has attempted to
realign rehabilitative and treatment ideals with correctional
spaces, treatment and programmes (Pollack in press).
Scholars in this movement have deployed self-referentially
‘scientific’ correctionalist methodologies and theories to
produce evidence-based treatment models that inform
practitioner policy and programme development (Ward and
Maruna 2007). Evidence-based models provide a foundation
for much of the research on women exiting prison in Australia
(see, for example, Sheehan et al. 2007; Sheehan 2011).
Within such research the focus is disproportionately centred
on pathologies of risk, criminogenic needs and pro-social
behavioural change. Successes are often narrowly defined and
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measured according to recidivism rates and long-term
desistance from offending (Maidment 2006). Such research is
generic insofar as it privileges a focus on individuals while
disregarding the significance of gender (Pollack in press).
Moreover, it tends to ignore or dismiss, as not
immediately relevant, the structural arrangements by which
most women who are imprisoned have been constrained for
most of their lives (Baldry 2010). The continuing colonizing
social circumstances in which many Aboriginal girls and
women grow up and live (Kerley and Cunneen 1995), and the
cultural power relations supporting the life-long experience of
sexual and domestic violence experienced by the majority of
women in prison provide examples of such lifetime
trajectories.
As has been the case with penal policy and practice, models
for managing women’s post-release support needs have been
largely reliant upon evidence-based practice that has been
developed for non-Indigenous men and does not align with
women’s, let alone Aboriginal women’s, post-release needs
and experiences (Baldry 2010). In this correctionalist
post-release space, three theoretical approaches have risen to
predominance in Australia, as they have in the United
Kingdom, United States and Canada, based on: risk, needs
management and desistance. These models are assumed to
apply, with only cursory attention to difference, to all people
transitioning in and out of prison.
Risk and needs
Evidence-based practice in the penal realm is purported to put
knowledge into practice with the intention of increasing
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correctional legitimacy and improving policies, programmes
and transparency (Pollack in press, 9). It is predicated on
theories of risk/need management and actuarial approaches to
predicting and controlling offending and recidivism (Andrews
and Bonta 1998). Evidence-based practice privileges
individual factors in explaining offending, assisting
rehabilitation and preventing recidivism (Maidment 2006;
Pollack and Kendall 2005). This focus has attracted criticism
as it has produced gendered policy frameworks and
post-release support strategies that are unable to respond to
the post-release realities experienced by women.
The predominance of evidence-based practice within
post-release research must be understood in the context of the
enduring relationship between patriarchal power relations and
the production of gendered knowledge and professional
practice (Scraton 1991). Feminist research on women and
imprisonment necessarily challenges the overriding
patriarchal and positivistic tradition in the fields of
criminology and corrections (Grimwade 1999, 293). The
intertwined nexus among knowledge production,
professionalized discourses and control-focused practices is
central here. Cohen (1985) has explored how the generation
of ‘control talk’ creates powerful logics and language
consolidated through professionalism’s ‘power to classify’
(Cohen cited in Scraton 1991, 13). Scraton (1991, 13) builds
on this framework, arguing that ‘the reproduction of
knowledge, which includes its language, its logic, its forms of
classification, its instruments of measurement and its claims
to scientific validity, is an essential part of the creative project
of power’. The body of research that is focused on gender and
imprisonment has established that the constructed objectivity
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and authority assigned to correctionalist research and practice
has been instrumental in
marginalizing women’s experiences as peripheral to ‘real’
issues (Grimwade 1999, 293). The result has been the
provision of initiatives that bear limited relation to structural
concerns and the subsequent compounding of women’s
marginalization and criminalization (Pollack 2009a, 2009b;
Maidment 2006).
Also linked to evidence-based practice and risk management
is the problematic discourse around needs. Feminist critics
argue that the discourse focused on women’s needs has
traditionally been the domain of experts, in this case mainly
male psychologists, who employ scientific or
pseudo-scientific methodologies that objectify and
pathologize criminalized women, and in doing so, maintain
existing patriarchal power relations (Davies and Cook 2000;
Baldry 2009a; Pollack and Kendall 2005). Rather than
recognizing the social structuring of some groups of women,
such as those who have been subjected to abuse as children
and adults or those marginalized due to disability or poor
mental health, discourse focused on individual women’s
needs is framed in ways that decontextualize the woman’s
‘offending’ and she is effectively blamed for her
circumstances (Davies and Cook 2000, 8).
In her study of Canadian women’s post-release experiences,
Maidment (2006, 15) interrogates the discourses and language
that position the most disenfranchised women in opposition to
the very systems, ‘criminal justice, social welfare and mental
health’, that contribute to and compound their oppression and
institutionalization. She refers to the ‘myriad of
terminologies’ and ‘control talk’ such as ‘women in conflict
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with the law’, ‘female offender’, ‘clients’, ‘inmates’,
‘corrections’, ‘reintegration’, ‘rehabilitation’, ‘cognitive
behavioural therapies’, and ‘assertive case management’ that
are used to describe women’s interactions within the criminal
justice system (Maidment 2006, 15). The discourse
surrounding needs is very much a part of this control talk
through which existing norms and power relations are
reinforced. Such an approach claims objectivity while
reinforcing women’s objectification and pathologization.
According to Davies and Cook:
One of the central criticisms made of needs discourse is that
in identifying the needs of particular individuals or groups it
simultaneously positions people as dependent, infantile,
difficult or defective; as people who are unable to help
themselves and are therefore in ‘need’ of the assistance or
interventions of others.
(2000, 6)
A second criticism levelled at needs discourse by feminist
theorists is that the needs identified usually replicate the
positioning of women by existing social stereotypes, norms
and power relations (Fraser 1989 cited in Davies and Cook
2000). In particular it replicates the view that women’s
neediness is more a problem than the structural and systemic
conditions that contribute to their criminalization and
institutionalization.
The emphasis on women’s needs becomes most problematic
when hybridized with risk in correctional settings. While
women rarely pose a risk to public
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safety, they do experience high needs and this has contributed
to a substantial slippage between the concepts of risk and
need. This has in turn led to the identification of ‘a multitude
of unrelated risk factors that in and of themselves provide no
foundation for systemic rehabilitation interventions’
(O’Malley cited in Maidment 2006). As Maidment (2006,
50–1) argues, needs discourse can be ‘deployed to either
extend the arm of the state or to reinstate welfare-based
techniques of rehabilitation, which have an extensive history
of medicalizing and pathologizing women’s deviance’. The
Canadian experience has yielded substantive evidence that the
conflation of risk and needs has intensified gendered
classification, control and intervention, both in prison and
post-release (Hannah-Moffat and Shaw 2000; Maidment
2006; Pollack 2009a, 2009b). There is yet to be equivalent
rigorous research exploring the impacts of women’s
post-release support policies and programmes in Australia.
However, as we will discuss below, in Victoria substantive
criticisms have been levelled at the gender-responsive policy
frameworks, which feature similar risk/needs management
tools to those applied in Canada and elsewhere (see Carlton
and Segrave 2011; VPDCPC 2010).
Desistance
Desistance refers to the process of ceasing to offend and, not
surprisingly, there has been an interest in identifying what
leads to desistance for as long as crime and criminal
behaviour have been matters of social concern. But more
recently, in criminology desistance theorists have turned their
attention to identify common factors, such as being married,
having a job and building new networks of non-offending
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friends, that are associated with and assist people to cease
(desist from) offending (see, for example, Sampson and Laub
1993; Farrall 2002; Maruna et al. 2004). Desistance
frameworks have become central to building understandings
of post-release recovery and integration. They have also
influenced official expectations and definitions of post-release
success and failure.
Desistance, however, does not escape the criticism we bring
to other criminal justice policies and programmes – that they
are male centric. All the original desistance studies were
conducted with men in the United States and the United
Kingdom, so that the framework was built around men’s
experiences. At its heart, the desistance approach is male
centric, individualistic and ignores the interlocking structural
contexts of class, race and gender. Most importantly, it starts
from the premise that an individual chooses to offend and can
choose to cease offending. There is no recognition that large
numbers of women (and men for that matter) who cycle in
and out of prison have been criminalized in circumstances of
profound poverty and disadvantage, and have endured
familial and systemic abuse from their teenage years onwards.
This is by no means intended to diminish women’s
self-determination and decision-making. The point is that for
the most part there is little rational or free choice in women’s
pathways to criminalization and institutionalization.
Moreover, the same systemic injustice
and material disadvantage women experience prior to
imprisonment continues post-release, and the role that
individual choice may play in relation to change can often be
overwhelmed by these contexts.
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In their analysis of the potential benefits of post-release
mentoring in facilitating desistance from offending by
developing social capital for women, Brown and Ross (2010)
indicate that the released women interviewed for their study
indicated that they wanted greater social connectedness to
assist them to move away from, or outside the, circles in
which they usually move, in particular away from abusive
partners. But in their study the desistance framework did not
prove relevant to most of the women initially interested in the
mentoring trial, with many either not engaging at all after
release or dropping out of the mentoring programme. In fact,
it was mainly the small number of women who were
first-time prisoners (that is, not ‘recidivists’) and had no drug
use history who benefited from and stayed with the
programme. Virtually no Aboriginal women completed the
mentoring programme.
Desistance frameworks have informed and shaped theoretical
debates and post-release support policies and programmes in
the United Kingdom, United States and Australia. However,
like the risk/needs evidence-based models, the desistance
framework is not grounded in women’s lived experiences and
is particularly inappropriate for Indigenous Australian women
and women who experience a range of mental health concerns
and disabilities (Baldry 2010). Ultimately we must ask ‘What
in the way of individual desistance is expected from these
women?’ (Baldry 2010, 260) – women who have been
funnelled into the criminal justice system early in life and
who cycle in and out of prison for breaches of orders, minor
assault, failure to pay fines and drug-related offences. In the
same way that recidivism limits the quantification and
assessment of women’s post-release ‘successes’, failures and
struggles, such frameworks can undermine women’s own
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accounts of their survival. As Maidment (2006, 5) argues:
‘[F]or many women whose entire lives have been controlled
by state agencies, managing a relatively short period of
quasi-independence upon release constitutes a major victory’.
Summarizing much of the critique of these approaches to
post-release policy and programmes, Pollack (in press, 8)
argues:
The orthodoxy of evidence-based perspectives permeates
correctionalist approaches and proclaims one story of ‘who’
criminalised women are and what they need to stop offending.
Epistemic violence occurs through this story by eradicating
perspectives and subjectivities of criminalised women whose
experience of self, criminalisation and imprisonment may not
be measurable through the ideological tools of evidence based
research and practice.
We now proceed to consider more specifically how these
approaches have shaped the experiences of women exiting
prison in Victoria.
Gender responsivity and the Better
Pathways Strategy: Victoria
Gender-responsive discourse and practice are premised on:
first, recognizing the ways that offending is embedded in the
contexts of women’s lives; and second, gender-sensitive
correctional responses, policies and practices (Bloom et al.
2003). Bloom et al.’s (2003) internationally recognized
gender-responsive justice model has, over the past decade,
been drawn on to inform correctional reform in jurisdictions
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within Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States.
Victoria is the first Australian jurisdiction to explicitly adapt
this framework through the Department of Justice’s Better
Pathways Strategy for use within prison, transitional and
post-release policy and service delivery contexts (Vic DOJ
2005, 2007). Gender-responsive justice discourses and
practices are in many ways a gendered adaptation of
evidence-based practice. As a result, they have been subjected
to rigorous criticism in response to the disproportionate focus
on individual pathways; problematic hybridization of risk/
needs management models; focus on cognitive
behaviouralism; and legitimation and revalorization of
correctional spaces, programmes and practices as therapeutic
responses to structural, systemic and intersectional
disadvantage (Hannah-Moffat 2010; Pollack 2011; Corcoran,
2010; Shaylor 2009; Hannah-Moffat and Shaw 2000). As
stated above, there is much evidence to suggest that
gender-responsive justice has in practice resulted in renewed
intensification of state intervention and controls over the lives
of criminalized women, contributing to prison expansion and
heightened transcarceral control (Shaylor 2009; Maidment
2006).
In Victoria, as noted above, the Better Pathways (Vic DOJ
2005, 2007) policies are premised upon gender responsivity
principles and the risk/needs responsivity framework
(Andrews and Bonta 1998). This model based on risk, needs
and responsivity emerged directly from the Canadian ‘what
works’ school and provides a classificatory model for
understanding the causes of criminal and anti-social
behaviour, managing risk and designating rehabilitative
treatment (Ward and Maruna 2007). The Better Pathways
Women’s Correctional Services Framework explicitly
161-+AI4RE2EIC8ME1-I-2ME2E?=G411=S1-I5AI#AM8-12 :AGA=1AP..-M2=I#PMQEQ=GA#E2A#!S1MAA2=MG2-I=I#7=MEA
ACM=QA:-P2GA#CA	8M-9PA124!--)2AI2M=GD22.-A!--)?AI2M=G.M-/PA12?-+GE!#A=)EI#A2=EG=?2E-I/#-?63.
	
2MA=2A#BM-+#A=)EI-I , 	--	
2
-.
SM
EC
D2
7


	
:
-P
2GA
#C
A
0
GG
MEC
D2
1
MA
1A
MQ
A#

emphasizes the need to implement practices and programmes
aimed at increasing women’s ‘self-responsibility’ by
developing ‘gender-sensitive’ practices that facilitate learning
in the individual and subsequently lead to ‘behavioural
change’ (Vic DOJ 2007). The policy stipulates that the
approach ‘has been informed by the principle of internal
responsivity’, which refers to the delivery of programmes and
services that respond to individual factors such as ‘learning
style, motivation, gender and culture’ (Vic DOJ 2007, 12).
Irrespective of the emphasis on gender responsivity, the
policy framework is designed to ‘manage risk’, ‘target needs’
and enhance women’s cognitive capabilities to make ‘positive
life choices’ (Vic DOJ 2007, 97). This approach privileges a
focus on individual behaviour and choice, and fails to
recognize the absence of choice (as discussed above) within
the lives of criminalized women.
Better Pathways acknowledges the link between women’s
offending and histories of victimization and trauma. In so
doing, the policy framework emphasizes
the importance of correctional ‘therapeutic environments’ for
preparing women for ‘offending behaviour interventions’ that
will ‘give women the opportunity to understand and take
responsibility for their offending behaviour’ (Vic DOJ 2007,
14). Here, while it is recognized that women’s criminalization
often occurs within the context of histories of abuse, domestic
violence and victimization, women are positioned as having
to take individual responsibility for such histories to ‘address’
their own ‘offending behaviour’. Scholars such as Pollack and
Kendall (2005) have problematized how women’s
correctional programmes that subscribe to cognitive
behaviouralism can effectively elide the structural nature of
gender violence, shifting individual responsibility for
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histories of victimization from social arrangements that
support and perpetuate abuse onto women. The implication is
that women who have survived violence must take
responsibility for both their victimization and their offending.
This privileges individual pathway and behavioural change,
diverting attention from the structural and systemic nature of
disadvantage and oppression that creates the contexts for
victimization, intervention and institutionalization. Moreover,
it is counter-intuitive to assume that the correctional
environment, whether in prison or the community, can be
therapeutic when there is substantial research confirming that
women’s imprisonment is criminogenic in that it increases the
likelihood of further interventions and cycles of release and
re-incarceration (Maidment 2006; Baldry 2010).
There is limited publicly available information about the
success of Better Pathways in practice, so there is a need for
independent and rigorous qualitative research that explores
women’s experiences of support in the years following its
introduction. While Vic DOJ commissioned an evaluation of
Better Pathways, only the executive summary of the
evaluation report was made publicly available in 2010 and the
results were inconclusive (VPDCPC 2010). Nonetheless, the
department maintained that the programme was a success.
This official announcement of the strategy’s success has been
publicly criticized by advocates, lawyers and the community
sector, who question the extent to which women-centred
system change has been achieved. However, the predominant
view among corrections practitioners and officials is that
Better Pathways comprises a progressive milestone (Bartels
and Gaffney 2010) due to its purported women-centred focus
and because it has resulted in the commissioning of
formalized women’s transitional and post-release support
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programmes. While some of these programmes have provided
vital support for housing and drug and alcohol treatment to
released women, there remains much community concern in
response to anecdotal evidence of ongoing discriminatory and
neglectful practices, both in prison and through transitional
and post-release support programmes.
Aside from the immediate impacts of prison expansion,
concerns regarding Better Pathways are extensive and include
those around evidence and observations that there is a gulf
between policy and practice; a diffuse and siloed approach to
managing women’s post-release support needs in the
community sector, which has created an unnecessarily
convoluted and complex support system; a lack of support
available for women serving shorter sentences or on
remand; a lack of continuity of care for women needing drug
treatment and those with acute mental health issues or
cognitive impairment; a shift in focus from welfare and
support towards compliance and control in community
corrections and parole; and decreased government
accountability and transparency. There are also concerns that
the Victorian Department of Justice sets unrealistic and
limited time frames for the provision of intensive post-release
support; there is under-resourcing and rationalization of
programmes; and around the significant rates of post-release
harm and death experienced by women (all cited in VPDCPC
2010; see also Segrave and Carlton 2011).
When Better Pathways was launched, a major selling point
was the engagement of community sector organizations to
deliver Vic DOJ support programmes and initiatives in prison
and the community. This is significant given the historical
role community agencies have played in advocating on behalf
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of women and providing a lobbying force for maintaining
government transparency and accountability in relation to
prison conditions. However, the process of enlisting
community involvement in support-driven service delivery
and alternatives has created some problems. For Meiners
(2011, 557) it is not immediately clear whether the landscape
of risk management and therapeutic programmes ‘extend[s]
or soften[s] the carceral state’ or whether it provides true
alternatives. She argues:
The relationship[s] between these programs and the state are
nuanced. These alternatives form networks of power that
remind us that the decentralisation key to neo-liberal policies
does not mean that the state withdraws; rather, the state’s
relationships and abilities to negotiate power, to ‘govern’
from a distance, shift and potentially expand.
(Meiners 2011, 557)
In the case of Victoria, an overriding concern is that the
commissioning of cross-sectoral involvement in support
provision has resulted in a diffuse, siloed approach whereby
women’s needs have been targeted in isolation, whether those
needs are around being housed, substance use rehabilitation,
stopping domestic violence or reunification with children.
According to some community organizations, this diffusion of
support services appears to be counter-productive, placing
women at risk of harm and serial re-incarceration. A further
effect of these close ties is that Vic DOJ accountability and
transparency related to the conditions in prison, and
transition, service frameworks and delivery can be
compromised due to the reliance of under-resourced
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community-based organizations on funding from Corrections
Victoria (VPDCPC 2010).
The above concerns highlight the need for independent,
in-depth qualitative research into how current support
structures in Victoria operate in practice and how caseworkers
and women experience support and intervention. However,
recent research has already documented some of the above
concerns. The ‘Surviving Outside’ project, by Segrave and
Carlton (2010, 2011), focused on post-release deaths of
women and qualitatively documented women’s post-release
experiences of survival. The study’s most significant finding
related to the precariousness of post-release survival and the
centrality of institutionalization, trauma and harm within the
lives of criminalized women. Moreover, the research revealed
that, aside from the well-documented material, structural and
systemic challenges experienced post-release, women’s
lifetime trajectories are overwhelmingly underpinned by
trauma and the isolation, loneliness and idleness they
experienced on release. Such experiences add greatly to the
precariousness of women’s survival (Segrave and Carlton
2010, 2011; Carlton and Segrave 2011).
Many other concerns about the support structures in place in
Victoria were reported during this research. Caseworkers and
advocates spoke repeatedly about the Better Pathways
provisions (outlined in the official policy documents) and
how these were not necessarily commensurate with women’s
needs and experiences. It was often acknowledged that
services and support had undergone considerable reform.
However, the most cited problem was that a maximum of
only six months worth of funded support is provided through
the main post-release programmes, which is insufficient for
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the majority of women with complex needs. Staff from
independent organizations, such as Flat Out and Prison
Network Ministries, emphasized the need to provide tailored,
intensive and ongoing support and that this is something that
cannot be provided through the present limited programme.
As one worker stated:
Issues just arise for women on a day-to-day basis, which
prevent them from meeting their objectives in their plan …
they can get sick, go on a bender, [become] hospitalized. …
The women that have stayed out for longer periods, they
relapse, and I’m not just talking about drugs, it could be
financial, it could be a number of things and there isn’t a
support agency that picks them up. And that’s what we
desperately need, you know setting up something for the
women that have actually been out for longer periods of time.
(Julie, Caseworker)
Another concern reported by community caseworkers was
that accepting funding from Corrections Victoria to provide
support through the mainstream support programmes
sometimes impinged on their capacity to provide independent
and effective advocacy. This specifically relates to the
onerous documentation and disclosure requirements imposed
by Corrections, which in some cases, if adhered to, could
result in agencies being required to breach client
confidentiality, which could impact on their parole and access
to programmes. One caseworker stated:
I mean it was too bureaucratic. They wanted too much
information, confidential information, too much data, too
much reporting. It was just becoming a nightmare, you know
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just arduous, unnecessary paperwork and we weren’t
comfortable with the reporting requirements they were asking
in the end, just too much information.
(Alice, Caseworker)
It was also reported that women were often not prepared for
release and many were only informed that they were leaving
on the day of their release. Many anecdotal and first-hand
examples were disclosed by caseworkers of women who were
released with nothing but a garbage bag of belongings, no
financial support and nowhere stable to stay. When asked
about this, one formerly imprisoned woman commented:
Well they get out with nothing. They’ve done no
programmes, they haven’t had a chance to speak to any
housing people, counsellors, anything. And they open the gate
and let them go.
(Gwen)
It was also disclosed that even when women were informed of
their impending release date they struggled to access the
programmes and support they needed to organize housing and
finances in time for their release. As one woman complained:
You can’t get your hands on anything. There’s no
information, outdated pamphlets and if somebody [other
women inside] does have some information about something
they heard, they don’t want to share it with you. They’ll share
it with their homies that, ‘They’re giving out stuff over here’,
or ‘These people have got houses, you’ve just got to say this’,
or ‘You’ll get a house if you come out through Marmack.
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Have a bit of an episode, get put into Marmack.’ People swap
information on how to get yourself up, well intensive’s good,
you want intensive because nothing’s going on with anything
other than intensive.
(Ella)
Because programme provision under Better Pathways is
diffuse newly released women have to contend with a range
of service providers and caseworkers assisting with different
issues. Ella, who had just been released at the time of the
interview, spoke about her experience of support:
I’ve got a housing worker and she’ll ring me and it’s just,
‘How are you going Ella?’ and it’s like, ‘I’m going good’
because her job is to get me crisis accommodation and I’m in
it and beyond that [but] I don’t want to talk to her about other
stuff because she can’t help me with it. … So she goes off and
then somebody else will ring you from another organization,
‘How are you going?’… But these are three-minute phone
calls, this is a two-minute phone call, this is an hour meeting.
You’re 23 hours with your own thoughts on your own looking
maybe at the futility of your life especially if they’re women
like myself, middle-aged. I don’t want to be weak, I don’t
want to be needy but you can’t get a foothold, everything is
difficult.
(Ella)
The majority of women interviewed as part of the ‘Surviving
Outside’ research relayed how similar experiences of support
had the effect of compounding loneliness and isolation. In this
regard, concerns about the diffusion of support provision and
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the absence of a ‘one-stop shop’ were reported in a
Parliamentary Inquiry into increases in women prisoner
numbers (VPDCPC 2010).
Conclusion
In this chapter we have examined the post-release support
policy and programme landscape in Australia, focusing on
developments in Victoria. We have argued that the policies
and practices developed in Victoria, often with good hopes
and intentions, to assist women to recreate their lives in the
community have fundamental flaws: they are founded in
programmes and policies developed for males, they position
women in a criminogenic risk management framework, they
are piecemeal, and crucially their effect is transcarceral in that
they extend correctional management and intervention into
women’s post-release lives. We have specifically examined
how such models have had limited impact in addressing,
through policies and programmes, the interlocking sources of
discrimination and marginalization that lead to women’s
criminalization and serial incarceration. Furthermore, we have
highlighted the possible ways in which correctional models
and their reach into the community sector can compound
women’s experiences of control and institutionalization
within the criminal justice system. These experiences accord
with Maidment’s (2006) Canadian research, which has
illustrated in clear terms how state management, intervention
and control pervade the life trajectories of criminalized
women, entangling them in cycles of dependency,
medicalization, infantilization and criminalization – an
entanglement from which few are able to break free even
when they no longer return to prison. They are also reflective
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of Baldry’s (2010, and see Chapter 5 in this volume) findings
on women’s institutional pathways in NSW, which enmesh
women, Indigenous women in particular, in
community–criminal justice spaces. There is a need for
further independent research in Australia that extends beyond
a programme focus to consider women’s experiences of
transitional and post-release intervention and support in a
neo-liberal context.
In particular, future research must take pains to critically
interrogate and assess how evidence-based practice models
and the revalorization of correctional environments as
therapeutic spaces are shaping women’s experiences
post-release. Concern has been raised regarding the dangers
associated with the emergence of the therapeutic correctional
environment for women, extending from prison to community
corrections, as the core response to women’s needs (Pollack
2009a). As Pollack (2009a, 2009b) in Canada and Baldry
(2010) in Australia evidence, in the absence of equitable
structural social arrangements, the therapeutic prison and
correctional landscape has increasingly been framed as the
desirable option for solving social problems associated with
intersecting and compounding disadvantage and inequality
(Pollack 2009a; Baldry 2010). The Canadian experience in
particular highlights the nexus between discursive
narratives of the therapeutic prison and punitive rather than
reformative shifts in penal policy and practice for women
(Hannah-Moffat and Shaw 2000; Hannah-Moffat 2001, 2010;
Hayman 2006; Pollack 2011). Women’s experiences of
Victorian Government efforts to enhance post-release support
for them require further research. While the comprehensive
effort to adapt a gender-responsive correctional approach in
policy, programmes and practice remains widely regarded as
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a progressive step forward, caseworker and women’s
experiences suggest that the system is beset with widespread
problems. As it stands, Better Pathways has created a legacy
of increased rates of women inside and returning to prison,
poor post-release outcomes and cycles of intervention and
institutionalism. Fundamentally a prisons–correctional
paradigm cannot be therapeutic for women caught in the
criminal justice space because it alone is incapable of
addressing the complex of structural and systemic conditions
and factors that are rooted in women’s experiences of
intersecting disadvantage and oppression (gender, race, class,
age, ability, sexuality) that compound life cycles of
intervention and criminalization.
Notes
1 Historically, the states of NSW and Victoria, comparable
states in terms of demography and crime, have consistently
had vastly different imprisonment rates, with Victoria having
half to 60 per cent of the rate of NSW. Australia comprises
six states and two mainland territories: Tasmania, Victoria,
NSW, Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia, the
Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory. There
are two levels of government: federal and state. Australia
does not have a federal prison system. Prisons, correctional
and transitional support systems, situated in each state or
territory, are autonomously governed and managed by state/
territory governments in each jurisdiction.
2 The prison-industrial complex has been defined by Angela
Davis (2003, 107) as ‘a set of symbiotic relationships among
correctional communities, transnational corporations, media
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conglomerates, guards’ unions and legislative and court
agendas’. These relationships are mutually beneficial and
generate the expansion of imprisonment as a response to
structural disadvantage and oppression rooted in the
globalization of capital (Sudbury 2002).
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